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Addressing White Privilege Step by Step, Book by Book

“Did you notice that?” my friend asked as we walked out of the bookstore. “What?” I
responded. “No one gave us a second look,” he explained. “That wasn’t how it was when we
used to walk together anywhere.” He was right. Being white, I don’t have to be aware of
how someone is responding to the simple act of me walking down the street, but even I used
to see how people would look at us, an African American young man and a white young
woman, in the early 70’s before our hair turned grey. Back then I was sure that by now
racism would be a historical note, but even if fewer heads turned to see us walking together,
we are a long, long way from equality.

I have a lot to thank my friend for, who I will call Zach. He was the first one to give me a
reading list to expand my white, suburban Connecticut world. Once I read Black Iike Me,
The Autobiography of Malcolm X, The Souls of Black Folks and other classics, I could not unknow
that my whiteness gave me privileges, and yet I didn’t have to pay attention unless I chose
to. We worked at the same church conference center and sporadically stayed in touch.
Knowing Zach was an impetus to be involved in various anti-racism efforts over the years,
but it was optional for me since I am white. Not so for him.

Reading the January 2019 Friends Journal, “Building White Racial Stamina,” by Elizabeth A.
Oppenheimer, got me thinking more deeply about race. Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Besween the World
and Me, broke my heart--again. It prompted me to get in touch with Zach to thank him for
what he taught me. He sent me another book he had just read that challenged white folks to
really listen to people of color. That led me to contact a couple other African American
friends from the past that I am sure I offended. I wanted to apologize and acknowledge that
as I learn more I am more aware of the things I have done and said wrong.

It is tricky! Reaching out was rewarding because of these people’s generosity, but it isn’t the
role of Black folks to forgive me, make me feel better, or teach me how to be. Thank
goodness for books and the many available resources we can use to educate ourselves. 1
wanted to share the journey that I knew I needed to be on so when I was talking about my
reading on the issue of race and white privilege, our Resident Friend suggested I start a book
group, and an idea was planted.

It didn’t take long to check with those in our meeting that I thought might want prior notice
about the idea of a White Privilege Book Group, to reserve meeting space, and to publicize
it. We started with the Friends Journal article “Building White Racial Stamina,” an easy and
accessible way to gauge interest. Together in the first meeting we decided the logistics of
future monthly gatherings and chose our next reading. I started an email list for those who
wanted a way to share thoughts on our reading during the month or had other resources or
experiences to share.

Eight Friends have joined me for the last few gatherings of our group. There are some
regulars but others come sporadically. Everyone who has expressed interest knows what the
group is reading. That is also publicized on the meeting listserv and website. I send reminder
emails to the email list as well. After the FJ article we read Waking Up White: and Finding



Myself in the Story of Race, by Debby Irving, Say the Wrong Thing by Quaker Dr. Amanda Kemp,
The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas (and a powerful movie!), and White Fragility by Robin
DiAngelo. Next is My Grandmother’'s Hands by Resmaa Menakem. We meet for an hour and a
half. As facilitator I come with some questions and some information about the author to
share as needed, but those attending bring the insights and questions that make our time
together meaningful.

For me, it is both a small and a big thing to be able to talk with others about books that
challenge our ability to not see our white privilege. It helps me deal with my guilt, urges me
to build stamina to have uncomfortable conversations, and helps me learn how to combat
racism by working on myself. I do believe it is important for Friends to use the resources
available to educate ourselves and to try to make our meeting a more welcoming and aware
community so that new and long-time participants feel that they are seen and appreciated. It
is small because there is so much broken in the world that needs fixing. But it is big because
I believe it makes a difference.

In David Brooks’ book The Second Mountain he speaks of a phenomenon noted by a social
psychologist, Jonathan Haidt who says, “powerful moments of moral elevation seem to push
a mental reset button, wiping out feelings of cynicism and replacing them with feelings of
hope, love, and moral inspiration. These moments of elevation are energizing. People feel
strongly motivated to do something good themselves, to act, to dare, to sacrifice, to help
others.” (pp xxx, xxi) A book group may not qualify as a “powerful moment of moral
elevation,” but reading books by people who are devoted to sharing what they know may be.
Certainly for me, doing something helps dispel hopelessness.

Not long after the book group started, we heard a story about a young woman of color and
poet who was just learning about our meeting. It was reported that when she saw a White
Privilege book group on our web page, she felt that this was a community she could be part
of because we were doing our work. It is a small thing, but also a big one that I hope will get
bigger—step by step, book by book.
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